
I’m David Rabson. It has been my privilege to serve as department chair

for the last three years and to have met many of today’s graduates.

May the force be with you ... and the torque, and we might as well throw in

polarization, entropy, isospin, exchange, and the Dzyaloshinskii-Moriya inter-

action, which sounds like a light-speed drive from a science-fiction movie, but

isn’t.

Physics is a difficult subject, and we are here to celebrate your achievement

in mastering it. You have entered an elite group. Nationally, only about 0.3%

of bachelor degrees are awarded in physics. Only around 2,000 people earn a

Ph.D. in physics each year. Because we’re small, we’re able to keep our upper-

level classes small, and even at the undergraduate level, most of our students

have had the opportunity to work one-on-one with professors in research.

Now I understand there are some parents here, so I have to say something

practical. The job prospects for a physics graduate are excellent. A recent

article on CNN’s Web site considered unemployment statistics for hundreds of

professions. “Media and Equipment Communication Workers” had the highest

unemployment rate, at 43%. Physicists had the lowest, 0.3%.

About 54% of bachelor recipients in physics go on to graduate school, so

46% enter the workforce. For those who go into STEM-related jobs in the pri-

vate sector, the middle 50% range of starting salaries, and we’re talking about

straight out of the B.A. or B.S., is $42-$65K. For the doctoral graduates here,

10–15 years out of a Ph.D., the middle range is $105K-$150K. Incidentally, it’s

higher if you take a non-STEM job. The AIP publishes these and other data,

and their list of the most common job titles for Ph.D.s includes “director,”

“software engineer,” “financial analyst,” “chief technology officer,” and “pres-

ident” (of a company, not the U.S.). An economist, Doug Webber, at Temple

University, has compiled a list of lifetime earnings expectations for 84 college

majors. Physics is #11, at $3.2M.

Of course, it isn’t just about money; I guess we’d be pop stars if it were.



Our graduates—bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral—write back to tell us of

the interesting work they’re doing, everything from university teaching and

research to financial risk management. Where are some of our recent graduates

now? Here’s a small selection: NASA, University of Washington, Michigan

State, Univ. Colorado, Los Alamos National Laboratory, Booz-Allen-Hamilton,

Raytheon, Lockheed Martin, Citicorp, Air Force, Cal State Monterrey, Univ.

Northern Arizona.

As department chair, I would be remiss if I did not point out that USF

is now ranked in the top tier of physics departments in the United States,

precisely tied, according to Academic Analytics, with the physics departments

at Florida State University, Arizona State, and the University of North Carolina

at Chapel Hill. In 2017, our publications garnered almost 3,500 citations in the

literature, and our grant expenditures for the current fiscal year are projected

to come close to $3M. Our faculty are fellows of the American Physical Society,

the SPIE, the Optical Society of America, the National Academy of Inventors,

and the American Association for the Advancement of Science, among other

organizations. Each year, the university honors between 10 and 17 faculty with

Outstanding Research Achievement awards, and each year for the last four,

this department has received at least 10% of all the awards made, despite being

just one of more than 108 academic departments on three campuses. Today’s

graduates have learned their craft from the best in the field and have attended

a highly-ranked institution. Your pedigree will serve you well going forward.

All of you have grappled with the most mystifying phenomena in the uni-

verse, including quantum mechanics and special relativity, so you are completely

prepared for cocktail parties where as soon as you tell someone that you’re a

physicist, the reply will be “oh, you must be smart!” That’s better than the

reaction from your dentist, who says “I hated physics in college!” before pro-

ceeding to drill into your teeth. So let me congratulate today’s graduates and

hand it back to Tatiana.


